Postmortem forensic toxicology.
After all of the analytic data have been accumulated, the final step in the toxicologic process is to assess the meaning of the results. In suspected drug intoxications, one must determine if the amount of toxicant or toxicants present in the appropriate specimens is consistent with producing lethality. This decision ultimately must be made by the medical examiner or coroner, who must also consider the history, scene investigation, and gross and microscopic autopsy findings in reaching this decision. Once the cause of death has been determined, the manner of death needs to be decided. This can produce another group of questions to be addressed by the toxicologist. Items such as route of administration, acute versus chronic dose, and consistency between drug concentrations and behavioral effects may be critical factors in assessing the manner of death. These questions may arise even if the cause of death is ruled not to be drug related.